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Technological Shift: 


Unveiling the God-trick of the Smart Pass Vision Machine 


Vision is always a question of the power to see and perhaps of the violence implicit in 
our visualizing practices. With whose blood were my eyes crafted?’ 


— Donna Haraway, Situated Knowledges (1988) 


In September 2023, the Incheon International Airport of South Korea announced the deployment of 
a new facial recognition service called the “Smart Pass”, aiming to ‘expedite and supplant the 
immigration process’ from departure to boarding at the airport.’ I first received this information 
through the Singaporean newspaper site, The Strait Times. Reading through the article, what caught 
my attention was not the implementation of yet another player in the ceaselessly expanding field of 
facial recognition technology (FRT)’, but the specific phraseology used to tout its supposed benefits. 
The article — as many others within the immediate results of a quick Google search — praises a whole 


array of advantages of the Smart Pass, especially its efficiency. 
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at Incheon Airport 
checkpoints with new SmartPass 
service 


SEOUL - No more frantic digging into your bag for your passport and boarding pass 
while juggling bags of shopping or hand-carry luggage. 


Travellers departing from South Korea’s Incheon International Airport are now in 
for a more seamless experience. 


Since July 28, the airport has done away with the need for departing travellers to 
show their passports and boarding passes at various checkpoints. 


With the newly launched SmartPass service, passengers can now breeze through 


checks at departure halls and boarding gates with the help of facial recognition 
technology. 


Fig 1. Screenshot of news article (praise for the Smart Pass highlighted). Courtesy of The Straits Times. 


As highlighted in fig. 1, much emphasis was placed on the increased speed of the boarding process: the 
new technology was implemented to provide a ‘more seamless experience’, allowing passengers to 
‘breeze through checks at departure halls and boarding gates’. This response was not limited to the 
press: excluding incidences of hardware errors, consumer responses were and continue to be largely 
supportive* of the concept itself for the same reasons. As someone who takes long-haul flights at least 
twice a year since moving to London for my university studies, I should be inclined to share the joy. 
Afterall, what’s not to like about a fast, convenient experience? Unfortunately, the improvement that 
the Smart Pass and similar airport FRIs promise to deliver to everyone is in fact only delivered to some. 
FRIs’ operation as a visual tool is biassed. Its eyes roam and fixate unequally: as I am a light-skinned 
Asian woman, I have passed through border control without much problem, often opting for the FRTs 
over manual passport checks if the queue is shorter. However, friends have shared contrasting 


anecdotes: my Black flatmate informed me of her experience travelling to Cyprus, Greece, where the 


*K Drama_Mama, “Incheon Airport Smartpass : R/Koreatravel,” 2024, 
https://www.reddit.com/r/koreatravel/comments/19e98cq/incheon_airport_smartpass/. 


FRT marked her as ‘high threat level’ upon her entrance. This is not surprising considering the 2018 
project ‘Gender Shades’, which produced groundbreaking results in the realm of facial recognition 
algorithms: all three commercial gender classification systems tested indicated darker-skinned women 
received error rates of up to 34.7% percent, while lighter skinned men had error rates resting at a vastly 
smaller percentage of 0.8%. Its research on two facial analysis benchmarks further revealed that both 
datasets included lighter-skinned subjects by an ‘overwhelming’ majority of 80 and 86% each.’ These 
results were supported by an independent assessment published in 2019 by the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology (NIST), which found that face recognition vendor tests (FRVT) across 189 


algorithms are least accurate on women of colour.° 


The god-trick of visualisation technologies 


Knowledge from the point of view of the unmarked is truly fantastic, distorted, and so 
irrational. The only position from which objectivity could not possibly be practiced 
and honoured is the standpoint of the master, the Man, the One God, whose eye 
produces, appropriates, and orders all difference. No one ever accused the God of 
mono- theism of objectivity, only of indifference. The god-trick is self-identical, and we 
have mistaken that for creativity and knowledge, omniscience even.” 


— Donna Haraway, Situated Knowledges (1988) 


In airports, bodies are surveyed, policed, and controlled. FRIs and other surveillance technologies like 


millimeter wave scanners and declaration forms are generously accepted as a necessary requirement for 
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public and personal safety. However, by focusing on the ‘technologically deterministic belief that 
technology can fix any political problem’, we fail to consider how technology can instead function as 
an active site of production.* Consequently, the vision of FRIs is taken for granted: it is rendered 
invisible and ‘utterly transparent’ because it is implemented by a supposedly rational, unbiased 
machine constructed from pure code that imbues it with the presumably never-failing ability to 
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improve efficiency. This is precisely the god-trick’ of being ‘a conquering gaze from nowhere 
Donna Haraway posits in her essay Sctuated Knowledges (1988). By failing to consider the context in 
which airport FRTs function and how they even came to be, we fail to notice ‘the gaze that mythically 
inscribes all the marked bodies, that makes the unmarked category claim the power to see and not be 
seen, to represent while escaping representation”. In the essay, Haraway writes extensively on the 
reclamation of the vision metaphor as a method of escaping the unproductive objectivity-relativism 
binary, insisting instead on the embodiment of vision. In her terms, ‘feminist objectivity’ is engaging in 
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‘situated knowledges’, not the ‘transcendence and splitting of subject and object’. Born out of the 


need to ‘become answerable for what we learn how to see’, Haraway proposes the metaphor of ‘optics’ 
as a ‘politics of positioning’’’. She points out the localised nature of vision over one that is impartial 
and omniscient, stating that modern technologies of perception create ‘eyes’ that act as ‘instruments of 
vision’, revealing the active nature of our perceptual systems that build specific ways of seeing. No 
visual apparatus, natural or prosthetic, is ‘unmediated’: the ‘visual possibilities’ are elucidatory in their 
specificity’*. Haraway’s visual metaphor enables us to transcend ‘fixed appearances’, ‘invit[ing] us to 


investigate [...] the prosthetic technologies interfaced with our biological eyes and brains”. Through 
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the ‘intricacies’ of FRTs ‘in which we are embedded’, I hope to understand the ‘patterns of reality for 


which we must be accountable’”’. 


Consider the name “Smart Pass”. ‘Smart’ stands for ‘self-monitoring, analysis, and reporting 
technology’ that is to some extent self-sufficient, bypassing the human hand by being ‘connected to the 
internet’ to ‘communicate with each other or with users.” On the other hand, the word ‘pass’ is a 
directional word that implies movement, in this case forms of control and policing while moving across 
borders (one might recall the age-old troll under the bridge that shouts ‘You shall not pass’). 
Importantly, the word also refers to success at some form of an examination. This definition becomes 
murkier and politically activated when we consider how it is applied in the realm of biopolitics: for 
example, its debated use in the transgender community to refer to when someone is perceived as a 
gender they identify as.'8 Crucially, the presence of a test indicates a specific epistemology in order for 
an attempt to be deemed as a ‘pass’ or a ‘fail’. In the context of ‘passing’ as cisgender, one is nevertheless 
being policed by a structural framework bound in heteronormative ways of seeing and being. 
Therefore, I ask: Who acts as the troll? Who writes the tests? Who passes, and who fails? How are flows 
of movement policed? What systems of thought does the ‘smart’ robot operate in? Where does this 


intelligence originate from? Who, or what, is in control? 


The Smart Pass Vision Machine 


Paul Virilio opens the last chapter of his book The Vision Machine (1988/1994) with a quote from 
painter Paul Klee: ‘Now objects perceive me’”’. Considering how the original text was first published in 
1988, it is extraordinary how much of Virilio’s writing has held up three decades on. Virilio was 


concerned about an ‘industrialisation of vision’ that was ‘preparing the way for the automation of 
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perception’ 


. This ‘artificial vision’ would ‘[delegate] the analysis of objective reality to a machine’, 
leading to a ‘splitting of viewpoint’ — as ‘perception of the environment’ is divided between the 
animate living subject and the inanimate ‘seeing machine’, the creation of synthetic images by ‘the 
machine for the machine’ would exclude us entirely, leaving us unable to perform any direct or indirect 
observation”. This would leave us with an inaccessible ‘enigma’ that would give birth to a 
‘paradoxical logic’ which ‘emerges when the real-time image dominates the thing represented, real time 
subsequently over real space’”’. This domination would translate into that of virtuality over actuality, 
triggering a ‘transfer of war from the actual to the virtual’. To Virilio, this ‘relative fusion/confusion of 
the factual [...] and the virtual’ was ‘one of the most crucial aspects of the development of [...] the 
synthetic vision offered by electron optics’.* The dominance of state-economy interests would 
influence digital technologies to bolster the ‘dissuasion of perceptible reality’.” He theorised that this 
would lead to the industry of simulation wherein a technological reality would come to replace a 
human one. The ‘paradoxical logic of the videoframe”® would privilege the surprise: this is possible 
because the paradoxical logic resolves the reality of the object’s real-time presence, whereas the 
dialectical logic previously engaged with the delayed-time presence. This leads to phenomena where 
‘jnstantaneous retransmission equipment’ would lead to a neverending ‘lookout for the unexpected, 
the impromptu, whatever might suddenly crop up.” Terming it ‘the industrialisation of prevention 


[or] prediction’, Virilio viewed this as a ‘panic anticipation’ that would loop back to extend ‘the 


industrialisation of simulation’. 
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At this point in the essay, I have touched upon Haraway’s god-trick and Virilio’s vision machine. I wish 
to employ Haraway’s methodology of embodied vision to address the concepts discussed by Virilio, 
namely the virtuality-actuality confusion and the industrialisation of simulation. I believe that the 
preemptive function of contemporary surveillance politics is made possible by dominance of virtuality 
over actuality. Furthermore, I claim that FRTs are born out of this future-oriented anxiety: they are 
complicit in the creation of threat-characters and the process of identity securitisation, which come 
together to agglutinate state and commercial stakeholders in the realm of airport surveillance. As 
Simon Schleusener rightly identifies, ‘[b]oth types of monitoring tend to merge and collaborate, 
constituting what Christian Fuchs, among others, has described as the “surveillance-industrial 
complex”.”” ” The boundaries between fiction and reality are merging. Through the Smart Pass and 
FRIs, I wish to weave together the concepts discussed to show how we have long moved past the era of 
images as reality representation: images have now become a potent generator of reality itself. As Hito 


Steyerl (2014) wrote, ‘Photography records a present situation. Simulations rehearse a future to be.”” 


The economy of surveillance-characters and pre-emptive politics 


In 2022, the revenue of Incheon International Airport stood at over one trillion South Korean won.” 
In the analysis of FRTs as a tool of perception and surveillance, we need to understand we live in a 
surveillance economy. In 2020, Shoshana Zuboff published a book describing a ‘new economic order’ 


and ‘an expropriation of critical human rights that is best understood as a coup from above’. 
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Preceding that by thirty two years was her book In the Age of the Smart Machine: The Future of Work 
and Power, where Zuboff proposed the general conversion of reality into data flows to be used for 
surveillance. This essay is specifically concerned with the data flow of images and how they act as 
capital in the realm of the airport surveillance economy. Zuboff further argues that ‘surveillance 
capitalists’? profit from the business of these information flows, ‘sell[ing] certainty’™ in the age of 


anxiety. 


In what David Lyon (2006) dubs as the ‘panopticommodity’”, individuals are convinced by the 
surveillance-based economy ‘that they count’ when they are, in fact, on the receiving end of the 
summation. This economy commodifies the individual through the discreet weaponisation of the gaze 
as a reassuring ‘promise of mass individuation’, where one exchanges ‘self-disclosure’ for ‘freedom and 
authenticity’. Therefore, my individuation comes at the cost of ‘submitting to mass surveillance’””. 
This is of course characteristic of FRTs — one article directly mentions having to ‘[register my] face 
and personal information to get access to the new Smart Pass service’ before I am able to differentiate 
myself as someone who can ‘[slip] into the fast-track lane’ compared to the ‘hundreds of people lined 


up [...] waiting for what could be one hour’ (fig. 2). 
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INCHEON — The line at the departure gate in Incheon International Airport was bustling with hundreds of people lined up 
with their passports and boarding passes in hand Tuesday afternoon, waiting for what could be one hour or so just to begin 
their security screening. 


One group of travelers slipped into the fast-track line, bypassing all the rows and queues, and began their security screening 
after only a brief pause for a quick scan of their faces. 


The only difference between the two groups was that fi late reeistered their face aiid personal information to eetaccessit0) 
the new Smart Pass service. 


The facial recognition machine automatically checks a person's identity and boarding passes when they stand in front of it, and 


TIT STEER i ee Mork, a woran inter SOs who 


recently traveled to Japan using the Smart Pass service. "| arrived at the airport just 40 minutes before departure due to the 
traffic, but | was able to make it on the plane on time." 


To utilize the system, travelers need to register their faces on the ICN Smartpass mobile app or via the airport's self-check-in 


kiosks at least 30 minutes before their scheduled departure. The entire registration process takes less than 10 minutes. 


each eso face Lisi." freer fsfation or dupaon — even more accurate tan humans checking them one 
byone." 


Fig 2. Screenshot of a news article on the Smart Pass. Courtesy of Korea Joongang Daily. 


However, this transaction is far from innocent — the system will never recognise you as an individual. 
You are immediately sorted into a ‘fantasmatic collective body of a group that is constructed by social 
science ‘knowledge’®, which has specific features and patterns of behaviour and is the base or the scale 


of dangerousness for comparison of each suspect with the pattern.’ This is what Biego terms the 


p? 


‘desingularisation of the individual’, future-oriented ‘profiles’ that are meant to be ‘assumptions 


concerning the possible future’ when by believing that they can ‘read the future as a form of past” 
what they are actually engaged in is the realisation of these virtual assumptions. This all happens at the 


expense of the individual, of course. In the secret world of the surveillance industrial-complex, the real 


me and virtual me are never meant to meet. The problematic aspect of this time-reversal is that because 
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it wishes to ‘prevent events from occurring by identifying the causes of predictable events’, effort is put 
into streamlining who gets put under surveillance and who doesn’t.’ This is naturally extensively 
related to cash flows and speed: a faster, ‘smarter’ FRT helps with higher customer satisfaction, higher 
purchases; having less people to check and categorise means less manpower needed, which means less 
money spent on upholding the system, et. cetera. The only people who are stringently put under 
surveillance is ‘a specific ‘minority’, an ‘abnormal’ group, a group with virtually violent behaviour, 
even if this behaviour has never been actualized’.** This is how FRTs (and contemporary visual tools) 
facilitate the slippage between the real and the virtual. In the surveillance-economy of flight travel, it 


doesn't matter who I am in reality if I am a virtual terrorist. Through the anxious anticipation of 


action, reality slips into fiction into reality. The cycle has begun. 


This ‘characterisation’ of what I term ‘virtual threat-groups’ is analysed through Emily Rosamond’s 
text Technologies of Attribution: Characterizing the Citizen-consumer in Surveillance Performance 
(2015). She refers to Sara Ahmed (2011): ‘It is not that we have a glimpse of character but that a 
character is a glimpse”. Former US State Under-Secretary of Defense WJ. Perry described his stance 
on war as 'I'd say as soon as you can see a target you can hope to destroy it.” If ‘what is perceived is 
already finished”’, I reiterate Rosamond’s point of ‘attribution’, where characterisation engages with 
perception, conception, reality and virtuality to ‘actively [create] characteristics to match preconceived 
problems’. Therefore, the FRIs create reality and virtuality s¢multaneously. We cannot forget that their 
vision is not empirical, or transcendental — they are very much tied to the sociopolitical desires of state 


and market stakeholders of the aviation industry. Therefore, while tools of surveillance are able to turn 
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anyone into a character, Rosamond reminds us that ‘some bodies have a much harder time passing as 
unsuspicious than others’. The creation of and ‘virtual threat-groups’ is therefore in itself birthed from 


a specific vantage point. The only problem is that it pretends that it is disembodied and all-seeing. 


So ‘who — or what — counts as a problem?” In the assemblage* of an airport, its sprawling networks 
consist of a ‘functional [conglomeration] of elements’. Within this network, I can trace paths of 
capital flow and optimal paths of financial exchange. Although Currier (2003) reads the assemblage 
along gender, I will be borrowing her research to explain how general identities are transformed into 
objects of the economy. As the most potent site of bodily identification, I posit the face as one of the 
“flows’ that come into the assemblage’: just like the flow of capital, ‘it is reconfigured in specific ways’ 
in the airport. In the high-risk site of the airport, specific groups come under fire much more 
frequently. Identity biometrics, like race, gender, or skin colour, are regarded as ‘a piece of data tied 
directly to the body’. FRTs securitise faces and therefore identities ‘as a form of risk management’ and 
securing the possible future, ‘stabilised into objects that will hold steady over time [...] a promise of 
identity as future sameness’. As Rosamond concludes succinctly, ‘to pass through airport security 


without issue, an individual’s [...] is scrutinised by attempting to turn the body into not such a source 


of information but a promise about the present and the future.’ 
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Conclusion 


The will to control time and space, present and future, here and there, has an effect 
that goes beyond antiterrorist policies; it creates a powerful mixture of fiction and 
reality, of virtual and actual, which merge their boundaries and introduce fiction into 
reality for profiling as well as it de-realizing the violence of the state and of the 
clandestine organizations.” 


— Didier Bigo, Security, Exception, Ban and Surveillance (2006) 


We return to Haraway’s writing on the god-trick. The visualisation technologies of the Smart Pass and 
other FRTs are tied up in a complicated relationship, where the desire for ‘unregulated gluttony’ and 
‘infinitely mobile vision’ is addressed through the methodology of situating knowledges in specific 
locales. In its frantic bid to deliver all the supposed promises of the surveillance industrial-complex, 
Virilio accuses the vision machine of ‘blindness’, ‘merely the reproduction of an intense blindness that 
will become [...] the industrialisation of the non-gaze’.”’ The attempt to be all-seeing is ironically 
constituted by the inability to see well. Ultimately, the surveillance economy’s high-strung obsession 
with predicting the future is now explained and unpacked through reality-fiction slippages and capital 


flows in the airport. 


As characters, we participate in this giant vision machine of FRT surveillance because we believe that 
we can prove ourselves as real and safe to the Image Cloud as long as we offer our facial biometrics. 
However, this is exactly how ‘surveillance makes itself dispensable [...] and undermines any notion of 
truth by preferring the data image to the lived reality of the personal narrative.’” As Virilio theorised, 


the paradoxical logic of images connotes the instant conclusion of whatever is perceived. This is in fact 
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‘a war [...] where winning is simply a matter of not losing sight of the opposition’. However, hope for 
resistance can be offered through a particular work: Hasan Elahi’s Tracking Transience (2002) is a 
virtual performance-image-documentation that implements software on his mobile phone to track and 
upload his coordinates at consistent intervals, multiple times a day. Up for 20 years and running, the 
website (http://www.trackingtransience.net) was born out of his experience being racially profiled by 
the FBI at the airport after returning home from a business trip and having to undergo six months of 
interrogations as a result. Having had to inform the FBI about his whereabouts during the period of 
the investigation, Elahi realised the potential of this very premise of data flow: If personal data works as 
capital in the realm of surveillance and privacy, he figured that inputting an influx of his personal data 
would cause its value to plummet. Take a look at his website and it will become obvious that he has 
succeeded: despite the vast amount of geo-tagged images, it is difficult to figure out what exactly Elahi 
is doing, did, or had done. This is because he has broken the market over his data through the massive 
flooding of information-capital: it makes the value of each of the thousands of image worthless in 
learning about, monitoring, or predicting the actions of the ‘real’ Hasan Elahi because the sheer 
amount of information has superseded the FBI’s ability to securitise his identity, or even individuate 
him as any type of character. Elahi’s artwork serves as a reminder that resistance is possible: it is time we 


embody vision and unveil the god-trick. 
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